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Executive summary  

This paper examines how Big Local communities are using social networks. The analysis is 

threefold. First, a mapping of Big Local areasô presence online allowed us to identify how many 

areas have their own webpage and/or accounts on social media platforms. Secondly, having 

established that Facebook and Twitter are by far the two most popular social networks among Big 

Local areas, the software for qualitative analysis NVivo was used to carry out semi-quantitative 

content analysis of all Big Local Facebook and Twitter accounts. Thirdly, we undertook in-depth 

content and thematic analysis of how 13 areas active on social media and 10 randomly selected 

areas use Facebook and Twitter, in order to identify differences among areas and across different 

platforms.  

Our findings support prior studies on charities and social media showing how Facebook and 

Twitter are mainly used as tools for broadcasting information about events and activities, 

highlights from previous events, news, etc. However, they are much less prevalent in their role as 

a mobilisation tool (Guo and Saxton 2014).  

Big Local areas tend to post about: 

 community activities 

 events 

 volunteering opportunities. 

Interactions that can help build an online community through conversations with members are 

less common on Facebook and Twitter, although they appear to be more prevalent in those areas 

that are more active on social media and in particular within Facebook groups, which show more 

variety in terms of both topics and contributions from different users. These multidirectional 

conversations can generate a lot of attention (i.e. likes and comments) and tend to span beyond 

just Big Local activities, often focusing more generally on community life and potentially proving 

more effective as part of long-term community building efforts.  

What posts generate more interest from members on Facebook and Twitter? Our research found 

that people seem to like debating about community issues and welcome posts about local 

business. However, there are limited opportunities for this type of conversations, as our analysis 

suggests a one-dimensional view of communication from the Big Local areasô official accounts 

towards members/ followers.  

Based on our findings, we can put forward a few suggestions on how to make the social media 

engagement of Big Local areas more effective. We are all aware that Big Local areas mostly rely 

on volunteers and their resources are limited, so the emphasis should not really be on doing 

more than they already do, but doing things a bit differently, as we learn what works best on 

different social media platforms.  

Moving from a unidirectional way of communication on social media (i.e. broadcasting information 

about activities and events) towards a multidirectional one can help us make the most of social 

media platformsô functions to encourage more direct engagement. There are a few easy ways of 

doing that: 

1. Ask a question, rather than just post a statement. 

2. Make your language personal and relevant to the people you want to engage (i.e. 

know your audience). 

http://t.co/8KpsjTUn4V
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3. Make more, better targeted use of tags, mentions and #hashtags in your posts, to 

engage specific users directly and join other usersô relevant conversations. 

4. Online networking with other Big Local areas might prove a good long-term 

strategy to access peer support on specific issues and address similar 

challenges/issues across different areas and regions. 

One thing to keep in mind is that social media is just one of many different engagement 

approaches that might help you reach out to specific groups. Online channels can be attractive, 

as they are perceived as low-cost; however, not everyone is online and an understanding of 

online access patterns is important when deciding how much resource it is worth investing in 

online communications, and to ensure that no one is being left behind. 

 

1. Introduction  

Social media have become important tools for individuals and organisations to build and/ or 

maintain personal and professional networks. These networks can be based on common 

interests or causes (communities of interest); shared trades and expertise (communities of 

practice); or shared places, whether neighbourhoods, towns etc. (communities of place).  

Different social media platforms will be most effective at facilitating certain types of interaction, 

making each more suitable than others for specific aims. For instance, Facebook helps reach a 

variety of segments of an audience, with the average user being between 25-45 years old and a 

gender split of 51% female and 49% male. Facebook can encourage dialogue and depth and 

might be an ideal platform for sharing personal stories, testimonials or detailed information about 

activities. By contrast, Twitter serves people looking for quick information and news and 

immediate responses about activities or events, as well as reaching out to new people or similar 

organisations. Known for its hashtag (#) communication functionality, Twitter, which has a 

younger average user (18-29 years old) and a gender split of 54% male and 47% female, might 

be the best platform for publicity purposes when traditional media do not respond (IPSOS Mori 

2015).1 LinkedIn is used for building professional networks, while Pinterest acts as an online 

scrapbook, for instance to showcase events through using pictures. 

Social media popularity might support optimistic views that people interacting and engaging 

online can transform the process of information production and communication. Furthermore, the 

media hype around social networks might lead to assume that social media really have the 

potential to increase engagement. Community groups such as Big Local areas can benefit from 

social media as they offer low-cost opportunities to produce a number of different outcomes: from 

raising awareness about activities and events to increasing traffic on the website, to building 

relationships with community members or other local agencies and community groups. However, 

to date our understanding of how effective social media are at establishing stable engagement 

and translating online activity into offline engagement is very limited.  

As most Big Local areas already have a social media presence or are in the process of setting up 

their website and/ or Facebook and Twitter accounts, this paper attempts to examine how Big 

Local groups are using social networks, as part of their work with the community. As Facebook 

and Twitter are by far the two most popular social networks among Big Local areas, the analysis 

mainly focuses on how these two platforms are used. 

Three main research questions underpin this work: 
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1. How do Big Local areas use social media, and in particular Facebook and Twitter? 

2. What factors influence greater reach on Facebook and Twitter? 

2.1 Do certain topics/ types of posts generate more or longer conversations with other 

users? 

3. Are there specific differences in terms of engagement strategies on social media between 

the most active Big Local areas and the rest?  

The analysis is threefold. First, a mapping of Big Local areasô presence online allowed to identify 

how many areas have their own webpage and/ or accounts on social media platforms. This initial 

mapping also included YouTube, Instagram, and Flickr.2 Secondly, once established that 

Facebook and Twitter would be the main focus of the analysis, the software for qualitative 

analysis NVivo was used to save all Twitter and Facebook accounts as datasets and carry out 

auto-coding across all areas. This analysis offered more in-depth insights on levels of activity and 

overarching differences between how each social media platform is used. Thirdly, we undertook 

in-depth content analysis of how 13 active areas3 and 10 randomly selected areas4 use Facebook 

and Twitter to elicit insights on differences among areas and across different platforms. Content5 

and thematic6 analysis (Robson 2011) of Facebook posts and Tweets/ Retweets was carried out 

for all these areas. 

This analysis inevitably presents a number of weaknesses. We only considered Facebook and 

Twitter accounts set up under the name of the Big Local area, but we are aware that in some 

cases, Big Local areas will rely on specific individualsô personal accounts to post about Big Local 

online. This means that some activity has been overlooked. Furthermore, as explained in the 

methodology section in the Appendix, in order to address limitations of time and capacity, content 

analysis only focused on specific 10-day periods during 2015: 

 1-10 June 2015; 

 1-10 September 2015; 

 1-10 December 2015. 

These periods were selected because they coincide with event organising for the summer 

holidays, the beginning of the school year, and Christmas, with predicted higher levels of activity 

in Big Local areas. 

The paper consists of five main sections. The next section briefly summarises the literature on 

social media, with a particular focus on the charity and voluntary sector, in order to identify key 

themes that have informed our research questions. Section three and four describe in detail the 

findings respectively of the overall analysis of Facebook and Twitter accounts and the in-depth 

content and thematic analysis of select areas. Finally, section five discusses the findings and 

draws some conclusions, suggesting a few ñnext stepsò for Local Trust and Big Local areas. 

 

2. What the literature on social media says  

Social media are expected to help organisations to engage their stakeholders and reach out to 

new audiences, in order to share, cooperate and mobilise supporters in near-real time (Golbeck 

et al. 2010; Greenberg & MacAulay 2009). An interactive and decentralised environment can 

offer low-cost opportunities to mobilise and foster a dialogue with large audiences (Bortree & 

Seltzer 2009; Lovejoy et al 2012). Scholars who have started to explore the relationship between 

non-profit groups and social media have found that, although these organisations are increasingly 

http://t.co/8KpsjTUn4V
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using social media as part of their communication and fundraising strategy, they still fail to make 

use of what social media can offer in terms of multidirectional dialogue (Bortree & Seltzer 2009; 

Greenberg and Mac Aulay 2009).  

Until recently most analysis has been quantitative and focused on whether charities and 

community organisations use social media, rather than content analysis of how social media are 

being used, beyond basic organisational activities. More recent studies have been focusing on 

how and why these organisations use social media, through message-level content analysis (i.e. 

Facebook status updates; Tweets). These studies found that social media play an increasingly 

relevant tool for political and advocacy campaigns, to bring awareness to wider audiences about 

specific causes/ issues that traditional media have showed limited interest in, and to facilitate 

civic engagement and collective action (Petray 2011; Obar et al. 2012; Ammann 2010).  

The literature on communications can provide helpful frameworks for understanding non-profit 

organisationsô advocacy online. Lovejoy & Saxton (2012), in their study of the 100 largest 

charities in the US and their use of Twitter, identified three key communicative functions: 

information, community and action. The first function covers information about the organisationôs 

activities, highlights from events, news, reports and publications, etc. The community function 

covers Tweets that aim to interact, share and converse with stakeholders to help build an online 

community. Finally, the action function includes messages that encourage followers to ñdo 

somethingò, whether by donating money, attending events or engaging in activities. 

Guo and Saxton (2014) build on this framework in their study of 188 US civil rights organisations. 

Their inductive analysis helped them to identify new types of social media-based advocacy work 

as a three-stage process: 1. reaching out to people; 2. keeping the flame alive; and 3. stepping 

up to action. This is a hierarchical model, whereby each successive layer is built on the one 

below. Therefore, first the organisation reaches out to and brings awareness of the organisationôs 

cause; once a constituency is built, the next step is to sustain it and keeping the flame alive 

among supporters. The final step is to mobilise supporters to act. In the fluid social media 

environment these three stages can happen simultaneously with different groups of stakeholders. 

Overall all this literature suggests that, although social media platforms are often praised for 

offering opportunities for interactive, multidirectional dialogue, most non-profits still use it in a 

unidirectional way to broadcast information. This might indicate a reluctance to move away from 

primarily information-spreading behaviours (Phethean et al. 2015).  

There is limited clarity about the actual success of social networks in relationship building. 

Effectiveness of engagement is generally measured by number of likes for specific posts, shares 

or replies, which do not indicate whether users have a strong relationship with the charity 

(Phethean et al. 2013). Furthermore, one important aspect to consider when assessing 

engagement building through social media concerns online ñlurkersò. The literature has 

established that, for any online community, around 90% of members would fall into the ñlurkersò 

category (Nielsen 2006), or people that do not contribute or interact but rather consume content 

created by others. Waters & Jamal (2011) claim that there is a difference between ñpassive 

lurkersò and ñactive lurkersò, whereby the latter might use the information they access online in an 

offline setting. Crawford (2009) suggests that a term with a more positive connotation such as 

ñlistenerò should be used instead to describe this type of users and dispel the undeserved stigma. 

In fact, listeners can be engaged in a conversation as much as frequent commenters, but their 

contribution cannot be captured by any social media analysis. Bernstein et al.ôs research on 

Facebook shows that people frequently underestimates the reach of a given post (2013).  
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Another important phenomenon to consider in any social media analysis is ñslacktivismò or 

activities that are low-cost and low-risk but generate satisfaction in the actor (Rotman et al. 2011). 

One example would be clicking like rather than just doing something. If the satisfaction generated 

by interacting online by clicking like replaces that of engaging more proactively, whether online or 

offline, there is a risk that charities and community groups misinterpret this level of online 

engagement on their social media platforms with real engagement, and their returns will not 

correlate (Phethean et al. 2015). 

The literature review summarised above has informed the methodology of this work, which fully 

acknowledges the limits of social media analysis highlighted above. Social media represent just 

one aspect of any engagement strategies; they can help reach out to new audiences but building 

stable relationships and long-term engagement necessarily relies on a combination of both online 

and face-to-face approaches. 

 

3. All that buzz: mapping Big Localôs presence on social media  

An initial mapping of the overall presence of Big Local areas online  

The first stage of this analysis, the initial mapping, allowed us to assess the overall social media 

presence of Big Local areas at the time of the mapping (April 2016). 

 The majority of Big Local areas (105) had an active webpage, which they used to 

share information on progress, events and various activities. A few websites are quite 

sophisticated and include links to Twitter and Facebook accounts, and in a few cases 

to other social platforms, such as the areaôs YouTube channel, or accounts on 

Instagram or Flickr. Some webpages also displayed blog spaces for residents to share 

their stories. However, generally webpages show limited activity and the only up-to-

date content is often on either Facebook or Twitter. 

Fig. 3.1 ï an example of a Big Local webpage 
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 The majority of Big Local areas have a significant presence on two main social 

networks: Facebook (121 accounts) and Twitter (100 accounts). While the vast 

majority of areas has set up a Facebook page, only few have opted for a Facebook 

group (7) or a Facebook profile (5 accounts).  

 

On Facebook public-facing organisations would generally choose to set up either a 

page or a group (or both) in order to interact with their audiences, as personal profiles 

have higher privacy settings and are more focused on the individual user, proving less 

conducive to widening involvement and larger conversations. Pages and groups each 

present different sets of advantages and disadvantages, which might affect 

communication strategies.  

 

Facebook pages are ideal for two-way communication: from the Big Local partnership 

to members and from members to the Big Local partnership, but do not facilitate 

communication between members. They are generally more suited to making 

announcements to large groups of people, in order to promote events and activities. 

 

Facebook groups allow for more equal communication between all members of the 

group and tend to promote an online community with no one person or organization 

dominating, although the group administrators often tend to be the most active users. 

It is telling that although Facebook groups represent only 6% of Big Local presence on 

Facebook, two of the most active areas on Facebook have set up a Facebook group. 

These two Facebook groups, which count several hundred members, have been 

included in the content analysis of selected areas in section four. This will allow to 

highlight differences between the Facebook groups and pages in terms of the type 

and intensity of conversations between members.  

 
Fig. 3.2 ï Big Local areas on Facebook 

 

 
 

While slightly more areas have an account on Facebook, two thirds of Big Local 

communities are also active on Twitter. In some cases, the same area will have high 

levels of activity on both Twitter and Facebook, often cross-posting similar messages 

90%

6%
4%

Big Local areas on Facebook

Facebook pages

Facebook groups

Facebook profiles
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on more than one platform. Most areas, however, even when they have accounts on 

both social networks, tend to show a clear preference for one or the other, as 

indicated by different levels of activities in each platform.  

The tables below report data on number of Facebook likes and Twitter followers 

across all Big Local areas with an account, as a preliminary indicator of engagement. 

While the Facebook account with the highest number of likes is a page, two out only 

seven Facebook groups appear to be among the most active Facebook accounts. Our 

content analysis of select areas (see next section) indicates higher levels of activity 

from a wider range of members within groups compared to pages. 

 

The average number of Twitter followers is slightly higher than Facebook members, 

perhaps because Twitter allows users to quickly build communities of practice among 

like-minded charities and community groups, while Facebook is more conducive to 

building communities of place around residents, who might be, however, harder to 

reach. Nevertheless, the overall highest number of likes for the most popular Big Local 

Facebook page is nearly twice as large as the highest number of followers for the 

most followed Twitter profile. 

 

 

                                         Table 3.1 Number of Facebook Likes 

FACEBOOK Likes/Friends 

Average 228 

Median 163 

Highest number 1670 

        

            Table 3.2 Tweets and Twitter Followers 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 An increasing number of areas has its own YouTube channel (28 areas), while a large 

number of areas (107) has produced and shares video through other organisationsô 

YouTube channels (e.g. Local Trust; Our Bigger Story; local community 

organisations). These videos are often short films promoting events or achievements, 

but also include short podcasts and video diaries from Big Local residents. 

 

 

 

 

TWITTER Tweets Followers Following 

Average 375 261 218 

Median 185 204 160 

Highest number 4218 895 959 

http://www.qsrinternational.com/product
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Fig.3.3 ï A Big local areaôs own YouTube channel 

 

Fig. 3.4 ï A video from a Big Local area shared on the University of Birminghamôs YouTube channel 

 
 

 Only a small number of areas (10) appears to use other social media platforms (e.g. 

Instagram; Flickr) with any regularity or significant followership. 

 Finally, a very small number of areas does not have any social media presence and 

we are aware that a few of these areas are currently in the process of setting up their 

own webpage and/or Facebook or Twitter account. 

 

Analysis of Big Local areasô use of Facebook and Twitter across all areas 

All Big Local Twitter and Facebook accounts were imported as datasets and analysed on NVivo.7 

Automatic coding was carried out based on specific coding patterns (e.g. Tweets v. Retweets; 

tags and mentions; usernames etc.) to identify broad themes and interaction patterns.  

Big Local on Twitter 

Figure 3.5 shows the words that most frequently appear in Tweets and Retweets across all 100 

Big Local profiles. The high frequency of words such as local, community, event and meeting, 

while not surprising, indicates a clear focus on promoting activities and events, often linked to the 

Big Local plan and highlighting the novelty of the programme (new) and the accessibility of Big 

local activities (free). The hashtag #biglocal features prominently; this could mean that on Twitter 

Big Local areas emphasise their identification with the national-level programme. 
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Fig. 3.5 Word frequency across Twitter profiles 

 

 

The cluster analysis (fig. 3.6) shows how specific words are linked to other words (i.e. in the 

same post ï the @localtrust will often be used in conjunction with the #biglocal hashtag) and 

allows us to identify 3 broad conversation topics: 

 Partnership meetings and inviting new members to join; 

 Sharing information about activities and events and encouraging engagement; 

 Interactions with residents, for instance by thanking them for support and celebrating 

achievements. 
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Fig. 3.6 Cluster analysis of frequent words 
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The high number of Tweets compared 

to Retweets (fig. 3.7) suggests a 

strong focus among Big Local areas 

on promoting their own activities and 

priorities rather than sharing Tweets 

from others. However, it should be 

noted that often Twitter users repost 

messages from others in a new Tweet, 

so that it might be difficult to distinguish them from original posts through this type of semi-

quantitative content analysis (see example in the Box 3.1).  

 

Fig. 3.7 Tweets v. Retweets 

 

 

Big Local areas generally make limited use of hashtags. The hashtag - written with a # symbol - 

is used to index keywords or topics on Twitter. People use the hashtag symbol (#) before a 

relevant keyword or phrase in their Tweet to categorise those Tweets and help them show more 

easily in Twitter searches. This function allows people to easily follow topics they are interested in 

and join in conversations with other users around that topic. Clicking on a hashtagged word in 

any message shows you other Tweets that include that hashtag. Hashtagged words that become 

very popular are often Trending Topics.  

In this analysis, after identifying the hashtags used across all areas, we differentiated between 

the source (the Big Local account) and the references (how many time that hashtag was used). 

While generally each Big Local profile uses different hashtags that are closely related to their 

areaôs activities, organisations etc., a few hashtags were used across different areas. Table 3.3 

shows hashtags that were used by at least 10 Big Local areas and reports how many times each 

hashtag was used (references). 

Hashtags can offer a broad understanding of common conversation topics. As noted above when 

describing word frequency, #biglocal is by far the most used hashtag: by April 2016 (when the 

profiles were imported into NVivo for content analysis) 87 areas had used it at least once and 

overall it was mentioned 3851 times. Unsurprisingly #community and #volunteer or 

35%

65%

Tweets v. Retweets

Retweets

Tweets

BOX 3.1 

RT @doverexpress: Dover 54mph winds causing 

delays on all @Port of Dover ferry services 
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#volunteerweek are popular hashtags, as well as other topics linked to priorities and activities (i.e. 

jobs; business; family; charity; Christmas events), but also programme-level conversations 

around Local Trust initiatives, such Star People. 

 

 

Table 3.3 Twitter hashtags used by Big Local areas 

 

Hashtag Number of 

references 

Number of 

Big Local 

areas 

Big Local 3851 87 

Community 312 54 

Local Trust 120 25 

Socent 111 23 

Jobs 82 29 

Volunteering/volunteer 69 36 

Get involved 45 24 

Volunteerôs week 40 19 

Business 39 13 

Starpeople 39 12 

Funding 34 13 

Christmas 32 20 

Free 31 21 

Arts 26 18 

Springevent16 26 18 

Charity 22 17 

Have your say 17 11 

Ukhousing 16 12 

Family 15 15 

Localgov 12 10 
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The chart below shows overall activity under the #biglocal hashtag by username. 

 

 

Fig. 3.8 ï Number of references of #biglocal by username 

 
 

 

 

The figure below shows how the hashtag #biglocal is associated with other hashtags by frequent 

users. 
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Fig. 3.9 ï Number of references of #biglocal by username and hashtag 

 

  

 

 

A mention is a Tweet that contains another userôs username, preceded by a handle @, anywhere 

in the body of the Tweet. Mentions are a way of engaging other users directly within Tweets or 

replies to other usersô Tweets. Mentions can be understood as a strong indicator of direct 

engagement and multidirectional conversations. Interactions through mentions are limited among 

Big Local Twitter users and naturally tend to involve people, organisations and local institutions 

within the community. There are, however, mentions that are used by several different areas; 

those used by at least 10 areas (sources) are presented in the chart below (figure 3.10), which 

also lists the number of references for each mention. Unsurprisingly, Local Trust and Big Local 

partners received the highest number of mentions, but it is interesting to note how some Big 

Local areas also received several mentions, often from other Big Local areas around specific 

activities these areas had been leading on. This might be understood as an indicator of promising 

direct interactions between Big Local areas via Twitter. 
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Fig. 3.10 Twitter mentions used by Big Local areas 

 

 

 

 

Big Local on Facebook 

Facebook is the most popular social network within the Big Local community, with about 20% 

more Big Local areas preferring it to Twitter. The word frequency and the cluster analysis show 

similar conversation topics on Facebook as on Twitter, but the emphasis is slightly stronger on 

activities that engage families and children, as well as encouraging resident engagement, with 

words such as ñpeopleò and ñpleaseò ranking very highly among the most frequent 50 words.8 
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Fig. 3.11 Word frequency across Facebook pages/ group and profiles 

 
 
 
 

Looking at the clusters in figure 3.12, we can identify three main themes, with an overall strong 

focus on community and people: 

 Encouraging people to come along to events; 

 Sharing information about activities and events, with a strong focus on children and 

school activities; 

 Interactions with residents by pleading, as well as thanking them, for support. 

Overall, on Facebook as on Twitter, the tone is very positive, with words such as fun featuring in 

several posts.  
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Fig. 3.12 Cluster analysis of most frequent 50 words 

 

Unlike on Twitter, Facebookôs usage of hashtags is generally limited; thus, we could not use this 

function to identify broad conversation topics. On Facebook, however, it is possible to tag other 
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users in order to communicate with them directly but publicly (i.e. not through private messages), 

similarly to how @handles work on Twitter. When you tag someone, you create a link to their 

profile. The post you tag the person in may also be added to that personôs Timeline. For example, 

you can tag users on a photo or on a status update, which may also show up on that userôs 

Timeline, depending on their privacy settings. When you tag someone, they'll be notified. This is 

therefore a function which can help understand how users interact with each other. 

Fig 3.13 Tags on Facebook Big Local pages/ groups 

 

36 38 39 21 31

321 342

100 42 36 96 42 21 35 35 36 39 34 39 32 15
90 76 154

21

249

2366
2543

650

243
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The chart above (figure 3.13) shows users tagged by at least 20 other users (sources) and the 

overall number of tags (references). A few Big Local areas are particularly active on Facebook 

and this is reflected in the high number of tags, as an indicator of interaction.  In the chart we also 

included Local Trust, although it only had tags from 15 other users, whereby the organisationôs 

levels of activity on Facebook are clearly much lower than on its Twitter profile. The Big Local 

Research Facebook group, which was set up only a couple of months prior to data gathering for 

this research, features in the chart with 21 tags from 21 different users.  

This general analysis offers a broad picture of how Big Local areas are using social media and 

what they are talking about, but it fails to explain how communication happens. The next section 

tries to address this gap by analysing the content of Facebook posts and Tweets of a few select 

areas and by examining how much attention they received from their audiences. The rationale is 

to try and elicit more detailed information on what themes and communication strategies are most 

effective at catching peopleôs attention or sparking debates and conversations, and how different 

platforms might affect engagement approaches and strategies. 

 

4. Talking to people or talking with people? Content analysis of 

Tweets and Facebook posts  

As described in the introduction, we selected 13 areas for content analysis to capture a mix of 

areas very active on either Facebook or Twitter or both.9 After selecting these 13 areas, we 

triangulated with an existing internal document produced by Local Trust, which lists Big Local 

areasô priorities, as set out in the budget forecast included in their first plan. 13 areas included 

Communications among their priorities, but only three of these areas were identified as highly 

active on Facebook and Twitter. This might suggest both that Communications as a priority 

naturally includes more than just social media, but also that this is often an overarching priority 

even when not stated in the plan. 

Out of the 13 active areas, two only had a Facebook account, while the other 11 had both a 

Facebook and a Twitter account, although all but two were most active in one or the other, and in 

a few cases the less active account was abandoned and shows no recent activity. Out of 13 

Facebook profiles, two were Facebook groups and the remaining 11 were Facebook pages. 

We also randomly selected a further 10 areas to examine differences in the types of online 

conversations between highly active areas and other areas. Out of the 10 randomly selected 

areas, six had both a Facebook and a Twitter profile, while four only had a Facebook profile. 

Among these areas, all Facebook profiles were Facebook pages.  

As detailed in the Appendix, we restricted content analysis of posts to three specific periods (i.e. 

1-10 June; 1-10 Sept; 1-10 Dec 2015). These are times of the year which generally report high 

levels of activity because of summer events, the beginning of the school year, and Christmas 

events. Out of ten randomly selected areas, however, four did not have any activity on Facebook 

and six did not have any activity on Twitter during the selected periods. Nevertheless, all areas 

were included in the overall analysis. 

A preliminary analysis of all Facebook posts across active and randomly selected areas 

highlights a few differences (fig 4.1). While among the randomly selected areas most posts are 

pictures, among the active areas there is a large predominance of status updates. These data 

might appear counter-intuitive, as common sense would suggest that pictures are a more 
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effective tool than words at encouraging a response and catching the audienceôs attention. This is 

generally the case, however, it is possible to interpret these figure in light of the fact that many of 

these pictures are often ñsharedò and are not original materials (e.g. not the Big Local areasô own 

pictures).10 By contrast, a status update will most often directly address the audience and might 

be perceived as more authentic, or original and relevant to the members than a shared link or 

picture.11  

 

Fig. 4.1 ï Type of Facebook posts 

 

 

On Twitter, consistently with data across all areas (see section 3) the number of Tweets is much 

higher than Retweets across both active and randomly selected areas. 

 

Fig. 4.2 - Tweets v. Retweets 

   

Before delving into the content analysis of messages, we present one more high-level 

comparison between randomly selected and active areas to highlight word frequency on 

Facebook and Twitter. The figures below (figures 4.3 to 4.6) present data as word clouds and 

clusters. 
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Fig. 4.3 ï Word frequencies on Facebook 

Active areas                                                                                     Randomly selected areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

While both on Facebook and Twitter active and random areas appear to choose similar wordings 

and conversation topics, the emphasis is slightly different. On Facebook, unlike active areas, 

randomly selected areas use ñbig localò more than ñcommunityò. As clarified by the cluster 

analysis, and consistently with data from across all areas, in both random and active areas the 

dominant themes centre around people, to get them to participate and to help; community 

spaces; children activities; and the environment. On environment, however, in the random areas 

there is a clear emphasis on dogs, whether linked to cleanliness around green spaces or 

adopting abandoned pets (rspca). Active areas also appear to use words that might encourage 

engagement more often, such as free and please.  

Figure 4.4 - Word frequencies on Facebook ï cluster analysis 

Active areas                                                                           Randomly selected areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  


























































